Branding is one of the most dominant trends in the global hotel industry. This research aims to focus on customer-based brand equity, and examines whether brand equity influences customers' repurchase intention in the hotel industry in Zhuhai, China. A sample of 193 valid responses was received through face-to-face surveys of customers who had experienced staying in high-star hotels. The results of the survey were analysed using a linear regression model, and the preliminary results indicate that there was a positive and meaningful relationship between brand equity and repurchase intention. Furthermore, this research contributes both applied and theoretical outcomes with empirical evidence. The paper also outlines the limitations and directions for future research.
INTRODUCTION
Branding is one of the most dominant trends in the global hotel industry, where building brand equity or strong brands has a significant influence on a hotel's prospects of success. The key reason for achieving hotel success is that it could help differences in the product, the premium for employees, maintaining customer loyalty, and increasing their repurchase behaviour (Keller, 2001) . The literature on brand equity has proposed numerous reasons for the growth of branding within the hotel industry (e.g., Bowen and Shoemaker, 1998; Ishaq, Hussain, Asim, and Cheema, 2014; Kim and Kim, 2005) . From a corporate strategy viewpoint, for example, key arguments have focused on the capability of charging a price premium over and above high-stars hotels, and the ability to retain customers by building brand loyalty (French and Smith, 2013; Sangster, Wolton, and McKenney, 2001) . At one end of the brand concept is the simple idea that the level of customer satisfaction goes up as revenue per guest room goes up. On the other hand, the level of customer satisfaction goes down as the growth rate in room revenues decreases (Tsang and Qu, 2000) .
This relationship between brand equity and consumers is built as consumers get to know a brand, even if they initially choose accommodation randomly, use its facilities, evaluate their experience, and then begin the relationship. The brand represents consumers' experience with its organisation. The intense competitive landscape has been linked to the perspective of brand equity, whereas satisfaction with compliant handing has a significant impact on trust and commitment (Tax, Brown, and Chandrashekaran, 1998) . Furthermore, brand equity could provide memorable experiences to customers rather than selling services only (Gilmore and Pine, 2002) . Finally, customers have a deeply embedded image of the brand, and opt to repeat their experience by choosing the same brand. Overall, a hotel brand displays a relationship with customers.
Zhuhai is one of six special economic zones in China that has developed rapidly, especially the tourism and accommodation industry. Between 2006 and 2011, Zhuhai's GDP increased from $74.646 billion to $140.324 billion, an increase of 88% (Finance Bureau of Zhuhai, 2014) . After 2010, economic growth slowed down. However, Zhuhai still has the biggest amount of social financing all over China. Among the factors supporting Zhuhai's economic growth is its favourable geographic location for tourists. According to the Finance Bureau of Zhuhai (2014), in 210 overnight visitors to Zhuhai numbered 13.8 million, while in 2011, this figure grew to 15.36 million (an increase of 11.2%). Overnight visitors consisted mainly of domestic tourists. Secondly, in recent years, more and more accommodations have been built in Zhuhai, especially hotel chains and/or high-star hotels.
This study investigates whether brand equity influences customers' repurchase intention in China. To the best of our knowledge no related research focuses on China's hotel industry. In this study, we argue that hotel customers' perceptions of brand equity are an antecedent to their repurchase intention. As far as the authors are aware (Keller, 1993; Sangster et al., 2001) , there is a lack of evidence in the brand equity literature regarding the relationship between brand equity and customer repurchasing decision, specifically in relation to the definition of hotel brand equity, customer perceptions, and the operation of brand equity in China's hotel industry. For this reason, this research focuses on exploring a theory of brand equity, and specifically the literature on hotel brand equity in the context of China's hotel industry. Furthermore, this research contributes both applied and theoretical outcomes with empirical evidence to show how hotel brand equity applies to customers' repurchasing decisions.
LITERATURE REVIEW
A brand can be defined as "a name, term, sign, symbol, or design, or combination of them which is intended to identify the goods and services of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate them from those of competitors" (Kotler, 1991, p. 442) . Brand equity has attracted much attention from marketing academics and practitioners due to its significant role as an important invisible firm asset (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 2003) . Keller and Lehmann (2006) stated that brands simplify customer choices, promise a particular level of quality, engender trust, and reduce risk. Keller (2003) indicated that brand equity was the added value resulting in different marketing outcomes, a common denominator for explaining marketing strategies, and the value of a brand that could be constructed in many ways. In the overview of these characteristics, brand equity is defined here by brand-use satisfaction as repurchasing, the price paid for perceived superior value, and the particular brand as a particular customer group. Comprehending the content and structure of brand equity is critical because they influence what comes to mind when a customer thinks about a brand in response to marketing activity for that brand.
To develop a better scale, the current study examines previous research, which argues that brand equity is multi-dimensional. Such research has been broadly accepted and employed by many researchers (Keller, 1993; Huang and Sarigöllü, 2012; Low and Lamb, 2000; Motameni and Shahrokhi, 1998; Prasad and Dev, 2000; Yoo and Donthu, 2001; Zhanga, van Doornb, and Leeflang, 2014) , who have made the following reviews.
Perceived Brand Quality
The first dimension distinguishing brand equity is perceived brand quality. Perceived quality is defined as the customer's perception of the overall quality in relation to the intended purpose of choosing a product or experiencing a service (Zeithaml, 1988) . In a similar manner to Lassar, Mittal, and Sharma's (1995) study, Mittal and Kamakura (2001) identify perceived quality as a component of brand equity. The customer's subjective judgement of quality could be influenced by personal product experiences, unique needs, and consumption situations (Mittal and Kamakura, 2001; Lassar et al., 1995) . Moreover, Kotler (1991) draws attention to the intimate connection between perceived brand quality and product and service quality, customer satisfaction, and organisational profitability. In other words, perceived quality is a competitive requisite, and many organisations today have turned customeroriented quality into a potent strategy (Dube and Renaghan, 1999; Huang and Sarigöllü, 2012; Kumar, Dash, and Purwar, 2013) . Therefore, high perceived quality means that through long-term experience related to the brand, customers will recognise the difference and superiority of the brand and choose it rather than other competing brands.
Brand Awareness and Image
A large number of brand equity studies are examined mainly on the conceptual constructs proposed by management (e.g., Rust, Lemon, and Zeithaml, 2004; Tsang and Qu, 2000; Zeithaml, Berry, and Parasuraman, 1996) . Keller (1993) focused on two approaches, brand awareness and brand image, to measure customer-based brand equity, while Aaker (1991) emphasized that brand equity has many dimensions, including brand awareness. Keller (1993) proposed that "brand awareness relates to the likelihood that a brand name will come in mind and the ease with which it does so," and "brand image is defined here as perceptions about a brand as reflected by the brand associations held in consumer memory." Brand awareness consists of brand recognition and brand recall performance. The relative importance of brand recall and recognition depends on the extent to which consumers make decisions in and/or outside the store, among other factors (Battistoni and Colladon, 2013; Bettman 1979; Biel, 1992; Rossiter and Percy, 1987) . Brand awareness contributes to brand equity for experienced customers, but not to the same degree (Prasad and Dev, 2000; Uslu, Durmuş, and Kolivar, 2013) . Very simply, brand recognition is the process through which consumers correctly distinguish the brand as having been seen or heard, and brand recall requires that customers correctly generate the brand from memory.
Brand awareness has an effect on customer decision making in that it influences the formation and strength of brand associations with the brand image. An essential condition for the creation of a brand image is that a brand node is established in the customer's memory, and the nature of that brand node should affect how easily different kinds of information can become attached to the brand in the customer's memory. Moreover, brand awareness with strong associations forms a specific brand image. Brand image is tailored to the needs and wants of a target market using the marketing mix of product, price, place, and promotion (Dobni and Zinkhan, 1990; Kumar, et al., 2013) . In other words, brand image, broadly speaking, is within the remit of marketers, and brand value has been considered largely an accounting issue (Huang and Sarigöllü, 2012; Perasad and Dev, 2000) .
Brand Uniqueness
Brand positioning can lead to a sustainable competitive advantage or "unique selling proposition" for the brand that gives customers a compelling reason to buy that particular brand (Lasser et al., 1995) . Brand uniqueness is defined as an antecedent of brand passion, although conceptually, this element is considered a dimension of consumer's affect (Li, Li, & Kambele, 2012) . Several authors strongly indicated that the uniqueness of the brand exceeds over other brands is critical to a brand's success (Kim and Kim, 2005; Netemeyer et al., 2004) . For instance, customers might expect a suitable hotel to provide clean and comfortable accommodation with a strong infrastructure that can serve the needs of successive lodgers through the years. Customers may also believe Tripadvisor.com or some other leading travel advisory brand represents good information. Similarly, customers might expect an airline company to provide a safe flight, offer a variety of services, and so on, and they might consider a top-ranking airline, such as Singapore Airlines, to be the best example of an airline company. Thus, in almost all cases, kinds of categories of products that are linked to the brand are different to other brands. It is not surprising to note that the strength of the product category is a significant element of brand uniqueness (Chekalina, Fuchs, and Lexhagen, 2014; Lasser et al., 1995) .
In spite of the increasing importance of the brand equity concept (Keller and Lehman, 2006; Kim and Kim, 2005) , an instrument to measure brand equity from a customer perspective has been lacking. Moreover, several customer-based researches have suggested that measures of customer-based brand perceptions are accurate reflections of brand performance in the marketplace (Chekalina, et al, 2014; Lasser et Contemporary Management Research 80 al., 1995) . Customer-based brand equity, in this respect, is the driving force behind incremental financial gains to the firm (Lasser et al., 1995) . Based on the literature of brand equity reviewed, the definition of brand equity adopted for this study is "brand equity is a brand's power derived from the goodwill and name recognition which reflect consumer response to the marketing of the brand by perceived brand quality, brand awareness, brand image, and brand uniqueness." In the same manner, the quality, awareness, image, and uniqueness of brand associations are the dimensions distinguishing brand equity. Hence, this research aims to focus on customer-based brand equity (see Figure 1) .
Figure 1 The Framework of Brand Equity

The Relationship between Brand Equity and Repurchase
The brand becomes an extension of the customer, a statement the customer can make to the words to explain. Brand equity for a hotel could be considered as having several advantages, such as purchase intentions (Chekalina, et al., 2014; Yi and Alison, 2001 ) and share value (Bailey and Ball, 2006) . It is the factor that may prompt a consumer to book a room that has attributes and price similar to those of a room in another hotel. This brand equity is a combination of factors, such as perceived brand quality, brand awareness, brand image, and brand uniqueness concerning the hotel and its facilities. Positive customer experiences should contribute to positive attitudes towards the brand and thus bring the advantage of more consumer purchase intentions to the hotel (Cobb-Walgren, Ruble, and Donthu, 1995; Myers, 2003) .
Repurchase Intention and its Antecedents
Researches have concentrated primarily on the determinants related to repurchase intention (Mittal and Kamakura, 2001) , especially the relationship between customer loyalty and repurchase intention (Lai and Vinh, 2013; Yu and Alison, 2001 from the same company again (Chekalina, et al., 2014; Hellier, Geursen, Carr, and Richard, 2003) . Similarly, repurchase intention is considered as the future purchase preference for a brand's products or services, and the positive intention to repurchase and recommend the brand to others (Hellier et al., 2003; Zeithaml et al., 1996) .
Repurchase intention as a reflection of repurchase behaviour is decided by a customer's personal characteristics (Mittal and Kamakura, 2001 ). The misunderstanding of customers' psychological perceptions may damage the power of customer retention and loyalty (Yi and Alison, 2001 ). This has been confirmed by Wilson (1981) , who proposed that the higher a product or service is in the consumer's mind, the higher the purchase intention and higher the last reported purchase of the brand is. Several researchers have indicated that customer satisfaction, substitute quality, and switching cost are the main variables that influence customers' repurchase intention (Hellier et al., 2003; Hocutt, 1998) . Yi and La's (2004) research has shown that repurchase intention is affected by personality and brand as well as customer satisfaction, perceived quality, perceived value, demographic characteristic, and so on. Hence, the purpose of this research is to examine whether brand equity influences a customer's repurchase intention. The hypotheses for this research are as follows (see 
METHODOLOGY
Questionnaire Design
A questionnaire, which included Likert and forced-choice scales, was developed for this study. The purpose of this quantitative research was to describe and measure factors of brand equity and explain whether brand equity impacts customer repurchase intention from the customer's point of view. The literature identified three constructs as proposed dimensions of brand equity, and the previous section defined these constructs (Netemeyer, 2004) . The Chinese questionnaire consists of three parts. Part 1 deals with the measurement of brand equity. Part 2 includes a five-item measurement of repurchase intention. Scale development for brand equity is outlined in Netemeyer's (2004) study. Both of these parts aim to examine how brand equity influences customers' repurchase behaviour and therefore attempts to understand their attitude and mentality. These items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale, with responses ranging from do not agree much (1) to agree a lot (5). Finally, Part 3 of the online survey captured employee demographics (see Table 1 for key demographic variables).
The intercept survey yielded 229 responses during April and May 2014, including 23 from survey participants who did not have much experience staying in high star-rated hotels. Data was cleaned to ensure integrity, with 13 respondents omitted from the study due to low-quality data. The useable response rate was 89%. The final sample consisted of 193 Chinese respondents, a level deemed appropriate for data analysis.
Data Analysis
Based on the results, this research conducted SPSS 21.0 by using reliability analysis and a linear regression model. Reliability is a measure of how well measurement errors are minimised over time or how well a scale will accurately reflect the constructs intended over time; hence, it is the opposite of measurement error (Hair, Black, Babin, and Anderson, 2010) . Error in the results shows the extent of measures or items that do not measure the same factor. For Likert scale measures, the generally agreed upon lower limit for Cronbach's alpha is 0.70 (Pallant, 2005) . Moreover, an item-to-total correlation value less than 0.30 indicates that the corresponding item does not correlate very well with the scale overall and can be considered for deletion (Churchill, 1979) .
Multiple linear regression analysis is used widely to evaluate how an outcome or response variable (Y), involving brand quality, brand awareness, brand image, and brand uniqueness, is related to a set of predictors (X 1 , X 2 ,…, Xp), and one dependent variable Y refers to repurchase intention.
A linear model with an intercept can be written as
The response of object i is modelled as a linear function of regressor values χi1, . . . , χ ip , with unknown coefficients β1, . . . , βp, and ei represents the unexplained part.
Where βj is the population regression coefficient associated with the predictor (χ j ), and where e is the random error with mean zero and a variance σ2. Therefore, the model can provide a probability of response for everyone in the file, given the estimated parameters for a set of predictor variables. Such a method is used in this study to explore whether brand equity influences repeat purchase intention. 
Results
The sample characteristics are reported in Table 1 . A wide range of subjects representing a variety of backgrounds, demographics, education, and experience was Contemporary Management Research 84 surveyed. A majority of respondents were females who possessed a bachelor's degree. Almost all of the respondents (70%) earned below $10,000 per month. Nearly 60 per cent of the respondents had stayed in high-star hotels 1-3 times per year.
Reliability Analysis
We performed a reliability analysis on 12 items to assess the dimensionality of brand equity and five items for repurchase intention measure. As reported in Table 2 , there is reliability among the four dimensions of brand equity, with Cronbach's alpha ranging from α = 0.58 to α = 0.83. Table 2 also shows that the item-to-total correlation is within an acceptable range as the item-to-total correlations are greater than the threshold of 0.30. However, the reliability of brand quality scale was below 0.7 (α = 0.58), which resulted in brand quality scale being deleted; this means brand quality scale cannot be explained. Furthermore, Hypothesis 1 cannot be examined in this study. Hence, the results demonstrate that there are three dimensions of brand equity, including brand awareness, brand image, and brand uniqueness. Moreover, Table 2 demonstrates that the items for repurchase intention had an acceptable level of reliability (α= 0.72). This is acceptable following the threshold of Nunnally and Bernstein (1994) . The item-to-total correlations were calculated for the repurchase intention scale. Finally, Table 2 shows that the item-to-total correlation is within an acceptable range as the item-to-total correlations are greater than the threshold of 0.30. Hence, a clear five-item structure is supported. Table 3 shows the correlation matrix of both brand equity and repurchase intention. The correlation results indicate that both repurchase intention and brand equity are significantly (p < 0.05) correlated with brand quality, brand awareness, brand image, and brand uniqueness. The regression analysis results relating to brand awareness are a significant determinant of brand equity (see Table 4 ). As the table indicates, brand awareness is a significant (p < 0.05) determinant of brand equity, and influences customers. Thus, Hypothesis 2 is supported. It can be concluded that brand awareness has a significant positive influence on customers' repurchase intention. The adjusted R 2 for this regression is 0.072, indicating that this dimension accounts for 7% of the variance in repurchase intention. The regression analysis results for Hypothesis 3 relating to brand image also appear in Table 4 . The adjusted R 2 for this regression is 0.167, indicating that the dimension of brand image accounts for over 16% of the variance in repurchase intention. The regression results reveal that brand image is a significant and direct predictor of repurchase intention, as hypothesised. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is supported. Furthermore, brand uniqueness was a significant predictor of repurchase intention. The regression of brand uniqueness on repurchase intention resulted in the following regression equation, Y' = 0.573 + .278X. Adjusted R-squared was .278; in other words, about 27% of the variability in repurchase intention was explained by brand uniqueness. Thus, Hypothesis 4 is supported. 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The previous section presented the results obtained in this study. This section positions the results in terms of theory to clearly articulate the contribution the current research makes to the literature. The literature review presented a wide range of ideas that could be considered under the term "brand equity" (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993) . The results supported Hypotheses 2-4, which is consistent with previous results. Several authors (see Keller, 2003; Lasser et al., 1995) provide a theoretical foundation and conceptual framework, based on brand equity variables, involving brand awareness, brand image, and brand uniqueness. Moreover, numerous prior studies have confirmed the relationship between brand equity and customer repurchasing decision (Chekalina, et al., 2014; Hellier et al., 2003) . As the regression results indicate, brand equity is vital to the level of repurchase intention, which in turn can often lead to more customer loyalty. The current study provides researchers with a useful tool for measuring various dimensions of brand equity through the customers' viewpoint. Of course, organisations have to create their own brand equity in order to increase their competitive strength, as they might be able to rely upon the differences of brand to segment other brands (Yi and Alison, 2001 ). Still, whether or not there is reliance on brand awareness, brand image, or brand uniqueness, brand equity is critical (Biel, 1992; Netemeyer et al., 2004; Yoo and Donthu, 2001) .
Organisations increase the level of customers' repurchase intention by using the differences in brand equity, which proves once again that brand equity is a useful tool (Aaker, 1996; Prasad and Dev, 2000) . Brand equity is thus established for customers. As a result, questionnaires should be based on customers' views. Several studies in the brand equity literature have targeted customers to understand whether brand equity is critical for them (Lasser et al., 1995; Zeithaml, 1988) . Similarly, this research targeted customers who have high-star hotel staying experience, and confirmed customers' perceptions and opinions about brand equity. The results reveal that brand equity significantly influences customers' repurchase intention. In supporting this view, Hocutt's (1998) study found that the elements of brand equity have exert different degrees of influence on customer repurchase intention. The current study hence provides researchers with a useful tool for measuring various dimensions of brand equity.
Implications for Management
The results of the current study have implications for the hotel industry in terms of brand equity and customers' repurchase intention. For example, the results suggest that hotel management and strategy benefit from understanding the importance of brand equity in order to further improve the degree of customers' repurchase intention, and hence customer loyalty. Where brand equity is of a low value, an organisation should strengthen it to improve the degree of customers' repurchase intention. There could be a case, for example, in which projecting brand image through advertising is essential to influence customers' repurchasing decisions. Placing such advertisements regularly would be particularly useful, say, for hotel managers trying to establish an appropriate channel to project a more comprehensive image of the brand for the customer. A baseline measurement would be used to assess which brand equity is meeting the customers' needs and perceptions about the extent of the brand equity currently being undertaken to identify room for improvement.
Limitations and Future Research
This study has illustrated whether brand equity influences customer repurchase intention. However, the reliability of brand quality was questionable in the study, which has limitations, including a relatively low response rate. Future research would stimulate more research attention by collecting a larger, more representative sample. Expanding the research framework by examining and identifying the multiple dimensions that could enhance the existing relationship between brand equity and repurchase intention would improve the reliability and validity of the brand equity scales. The result of brand quality in this study was not reliable. As mentioned, almost 70% of the respondents earned less than $10,000. However, hotel brand should be considered by participants who can afford the prices of high-star hotels. A future study should be conducted with a conditional question that asks participants' consumption and economic capacity to clear the quality of participants. Moreover, the percentage of explained variance was low for at least one of the regressions. The extent to which the Chinese hotel industry -a diverse-brand environment -has succeeded in doing by only simple demographic information remains questionable. Future studies should
